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ABSTRACT
Educational mobility in Cameroon is not a recent phenomenon, yet through the
notion of ‘bushfalling’ – that is, the way international migration is envisioned
and constructed in Cameroon – young Cameroonians explore routes to new
destination countries for educational migration as a way of fulﬁlling their
dreams of a better future. These dreams are enabled and challenged by the
diﬀerent role identities the students have to combine in the destination country.
This article focuses on self-sponsored Anglophone Cameroonian students in
Flanders, who combine roles as students, workers and transnational caregivers.
Using bushfalling as our analytical lens, we explore the change in understanding
bushfalling through the educational route and its implications for transnational
family relations. Further, we explore the various ways in which these students
negotiate and manipulate the diﬀerent roles, yet keep the student role identity
in the centre, and how this in turn informs their next step in the education-
migration trajectory.
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Introduction
Scholars have witnessed a strong growth in educational migration through-
out the world in recent decades (Olwig and Valentin 2015). While traveling
for education was for a long time a privilege of elite groups, and interna-
tional student migration from countries in the South was primarily struc-
tured by preceding colonial ties, contemporary educational migration has
widened (Olwig and Valentin 2015). It has become accessible to more
people, geographic routes have become more diverse and ‘new categories’
of international students have emerged in various Western countries
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(Valentin 2015). As a result, the number of foreign tertiary students in OECD
countries has grown annually from 2000 to 2012, reaching 4.5 million
students seeking education outside their country of origin (OECD 2014).
Although the heterogeneity within the group commonly identiﬁed as ‘inter-
national students’ is an apparent reality, the wider body of literature on
international students still mainly approaches them as being a young, well-
resourced and elite group for whom educational migration is a vehicle for
self-cultivation and transformation (Amit 2010; Robertson 2011). In this way,
the varying historical and personal circumstances under which educational
migration occurs are disregarded. Consequently, as we argue in the current
article, far too little attention is paid to the experiences and outcomes of the
education-migration nexus for self-sponsored students who are not mere
‘students’, but combine various role identities in their daily lives (Olwig and
Valentin 2015; Robertson 2011).
Various migration scholars have already brought about an important
change by studying the engagement of international students in the labour
market (King and Raghuram 2013; Neilson 2009; Olwig and Valentin 2015;
Raghuram 2013; Robertson 2011). These studies reveal that many interna-
tional students aim for social mobility through the educational route. They
engage in employment to pay for their migration and education, and to
support themselves and their families who may have contributed ﬁnancially.
This also illustrates the issues of transnational engagement and the inﬂu-
ence of kinship ties that are at play for many people migrating to Western
countries (Fleischer 2007; Olwig and Valentin 2015). These studies empha-
sise the importance of recognizing the students as ‘complex individuals who
are entangled in a wide set of relations […] they are simultaneously family
members, workers and students’ (King and Raghuram 2013; 131; Leung
2017; Genova 2016; Pham and Saltmarsh 2013). We argue that as part of
these relations, the students possess diﬀerent role identities, referring to
‘parts of a self, composed of the meanings that persons attach to the
multiple roles they typically play in highly diﬀerentiated contemporary
societies’ (Stryker and Peter Burke 2000, 284). Such identities are dynamic,
ﬂuid and context speciﬁc (Genova 2016; Olwig and Valentin 2015). As with
any social identity, this is always relational, which means that it can be both
self-ascribed and ascribed by others (Olwig and Valentin 2015). With regard to
the latter, much research indeed illustrates that international students’
position between work and migration (Wilken and Dahlberg 2017) creates
ongoing debates in destination countries, in which international students
have continuously been under scrutiny concerning whether they can be
considered as ‘proper’ students (Raghuram 2013; Olwig and Valentin 2015).
Hence, these students are confronted with a ‘complex ﬁeld of contradictory
expectations and demands’ created by the various role identities, which
inﬂuences their daily lives and might restrict the aims that have been set
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out through migration (Olwig and Valentin 2015). In this respect, identities
form the backbone of making sense of the experiences of international
students (Easthope 2009).
While various researchers recognize international students’ role as a
family member, little attention has been paid to their transnational caregiv-
ing role, and in particular its intertwining with their roles as a student and as
a worker. However, as we show in our focus on self-sponsored Anglophone
Cameroonian students in Flanders (Belgium), it is a pivotal identity role for
these self-sponsored international students, and crucial to understanding
the way they manipulate diﬀerent role identities in order to succeed
academically.
The ﬁrst aim of this paper is to enrich the literature on international
student migration by critically exploring the ‘multiplicity and hybrid ﬁgure
of the student-worker’ (King and Raghuram 2013, 134) who might also
occupy positions including husband, mother, wife, and/or caregiver to
family members at home. We argue that self-sponsored students are an
interesting case to examine, as they have to support their own studies,
which might intensify the connection between being a worker and a stu-
dent. Moreover, since their resources are limited, their family often contri-
butes substantially to ﬁnance their trip abroad (Olwig and Valentin 2015),
which might in turn strengthen their obligations as migrants and transna-
tional caregivers. Being part of these relations, they therefore possess three
main role identities (student, worker and transnational caregiver), needing
to fulﬁl the expectations that come with each of them, as well as manipulat-
ing all the roles in their everyday life (Stryker and Peter Burke 2000). Further,
since the temporariness of the student identity has received far too little
attention to date (Olwig and Valentin 2015), this article explores how the
conﬂicting role identities possessed and experienced by self-sponsored
Cameroonian students inform the next step in their mobility patterns after
completion of their master’s degree.
We approach the topic by using the concept of ‘bushfalling’ as an
analytical lens (Alpes 2014; Nyamnjoh 2011; Pelican 2013). This term is a
metaphor widely used in Anglophone Cameroon to refer to international
migration, and comprises a fundamental part of Cameroonian culture and
society. It refers to ‘greener pastures’ through migration, and the determina-
tion and strength it takes to gain wealth in order to be considered as
‘successful bushfallers’. This cultural understanding of migration links migra-
tion to an increase in social status. Not only does this apply to the students,
but having a family member in the ‘bush’ (i.e., abroad) automatically confers
social status to the family at home (Valentin 2015; Alpes 2014). This shows
the central and reciprocal nature of the concept. As we will show, the
particular understandings of international migration as bushfalling clearly
imbue a complex web of expectations and obligations for those people
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going to the bush (Nyamnjoh 2011). Student migration is not only seen as
‘studying abroad’, but is also regarded as a form of bushfalling that creates a
diﬀerent reality for self-sponsored Cameroonian students. In the subsequent
paragraphs, we demonstrate the ‘slipperiness’ of the concept of bushfalling,
which involves diﬀerent and sometimes contradictory understandings of
what it means and how it is performed.
We suggest that it is therefore an essential framework within which to
understand the ways in which self-sponsored Anglophone Cameroonian
students in Flanders manipulate and negotiate their multiple role identities.
It should also be noted that bushfallers who have left after the 1990s
through the educational route are denounced for being more pragmatic,
and also for prioritizing ﬁnancial rewards above educational goals
(Nyamnjoh 2011), while the meaning, outcome and limits of juggling
these roles have not been addressed. Therefore, as a second aim this article
sets out to broaden understandings of bushfalling by exploring its educa-
tional route. Since ‘success’ has local meanings in the context of Cameroon,
we explore how educational goals relate to the need to be ‘successful’ in the
‘bush’ and the implications for transnational family relations.
In what follows, we ﬁrst explore the context of this case study to under-
stand the contemporary mobility patterns of students from Cameroon, and
clarify the conditions for international students in Flanders. We then present
the concept of bushfalling, which in the subsequent section, will be used as
an analytical lens to unveil how the three role identities are negotiated and
how this forms the next step in the migration trajectory.
Understanding educational migration
From Cameroon…
As in many parts of Africa, mobility is not new in Cameroon. The country has
a long history of mobility both within and across its national borders
(Pelican 2013). Its colonial past shows that Cameroon was ﬁrst administered
by the Germans (1884–1918). In 1919, it was divided and placed under the
mandate of the French and the British. The larger part went to the French,
and the Western region was under British rule. In 1960, Cameroon became
independent and the two regions were integrated into a single country with
co-existing French and English administrative systems. This triple colonial
history with Germany, France and the United Kingdom has structured the
country’s migration patterns for decades. During the colonial era, educa-
tional development was speciﬁcally the responsibility of the Christian mis-
sionaries (Mbaku 2005; Ngalim 2014). Since students did not possess the
ﬁnancial resources for educational mobility, scholarships for training were
oﬀered to many young Cameroonians by churches based in the United
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Kingdom, France and Germany (Mbaku 2005). After independence (1960)
and up to the early 1980s, the established colonial ties meant that the
preferred destinations for most young Cameroonians remained the United
Kingdom, France and Germany.
Today, due to high unemployment rates, corruption and the fact that
diplomas from Western universities are considered to be of higher value
than those achieved in Cameroon, the desire to migrate is generally
high for young Cameroonians, and this is even more the case for young
people from the Anglophone region (Alpes 2011; Fleischer 2007). The
secession and democratisation process in Cameroon led to the birth of
‘the Anglophone problem’, which refers to the perception in
Anglophone Cameroon that they are disadvantaged and devalued by
the regime (Alpes 2011). These young Cameroonians, especially univer-
sity graduates, are confronted with increasing diﬃculties in ﬁnding
employment. Thus, Anglophone Cameroonians assess their chances of
success as higher far away from Cameroon (Alpes 2011), and educational
mobility through bushfalling is seen as a way of fulﬁlling their dreams of
a better future.
The terminology of bushfalling became popular in Cameroon in the
1990s, and refers to ‘the act of going to the wilderness [i.e., the bush] to
hunt down meat [i.e., money] and bring back home the trophies’ (Alpes
2011; 2; Nyamnjoh 2011). Nowadays, this equates to travelling overseas and
earning money to send back home to the family. The notion of bushfalling
entails that a person who migrates to a Western country desires or is
expected to return home in order to share the wealth he or she has
accumulated (Alpes 2011). As we will illustrate, in bushfalling, remittances
are evaluated in terms of reciprocal ﬁnancial support, emotional support
and social status.
As it has become much more diﬃcult to access funds from former
colonial governments or missionary bodies in recent years, families have
taken up the responsibility to ﬁnance the education of their children abroad
(Fleischer 2007) leading to more self-sponsored Cameroonian students. This
consequently opened up the physical movement of young Cameroonians to
other countries, such as Belgium and the United States.
Dreams of bushfalling through education are, however, challenged by
the temporal status as ‘students’, by the restrictions imposed on this entry
channel and by the diﬀerent role-based identities students have to combine
while in the destination country; a harsh reality that is seldom visible to
young Cameroonians before they migrate (Alpes 2011; Fleischer 2007). The
inﬂuence of migrants or returnees, who often present themselves as having
lived an aﬄuent life abroad, pinpoints the role of imagery in (international)
migration for envisioning ‘green pastures’ (Noel 2011). Indeed, on arrival in
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Belgium, the imaginings of a stress-free life often do not align with the
reality in the host country.
… to Flanders
The student route was opened as an entry channel in 1980 in Belgium, and
became a popular option for third-country nationals in the ﬁrst decade of
the twenty-ﬁrst century (Caestecker 2012). This led to a considerable
increase in the number of international students in Belgian institutes of
higher education. In this article, we study the education-migration nexus
for Cameroonian students in a speciﬁc region of Belgium, namely Flanders.
Educational policy is the competence of the two language communities in
Belgium providing higher education (the French and Dutch-speaking com-
munities), and diﬀerent types of international students are attracted to these
regions.
The French-speaking institutions have a global appeal to most interna-
tional students from Africa, while the Flemish institutions of higher educa-
tion have had to make an extra eﬀort by providing courses in English to
attract a sizable number of international students. In Flanders, these eﬀorts
have not only increased the number of international students, but the
international student population has also become more diverse. Although
Cameroonian students are a relatively new group in Flanders, the percen-
tage of students from Cameroon has been increasing since 2004 (52 stu-
dents), and their absolute numbers had quadrupled by 2011 (235 students)
(Caestecker 2012). For the vicinity of Leuven, where this study was con-
ducted, the number of master’s students from Cameroon increased from 41
in 2007, to 74 in 2015. In 2015, only two of these students were scholarship
recipients, while 72 were self-sponsored (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven,
interview by the ﬁrst author 2018).
International students are registered on a full-time basis and are expected
to meet the standards set by the university: a success rate of at least
50 per cent for all the course units taken. There is a refusal for enrolment
if a course has been failed for a maximum of three academic years
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 2017).
In Flanders, the increase in the international student population has also
been accompanied by debates on the ‘misuse’ of the student migration route
in terms of students working outside the terms of their visa permission, which
is said to correlate with non-attendance of classes and limited or no progress
in studies (EMN 2012; Caestecker 2012). In order to ensure compatibility with
their studies, students are required to have a Type C work permit to engage in
employment, which allows them to work a maximum of 20 hours per week
during the academic year (Caestecker 2012). This control over the number of
hours students can work polarizes the boundaries between labour migrants
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and student migrants, and aims to limit international students to be primarily
studying (Raghuram 2013). Turning to the situation of labour migrants in
Belgium, reports of discrimination have been on the increase, especially
concerning the labour outcomes of immigrants; even those who obtained
their education in Belgium (FRA 2017; OECD 2008). This context may con-
tribute to international students or workers feeling as ‘the other’ (Genova
2016).
Bushfalling as an analytical lens
Based on the concept of bushfalling and a review of relevant literature, our
data collection started from the presumption that all respondents combine
the role identities of student, worker and transnational caregiver in varying
ways.
Looking at the student role within the concept of bushfalling, we see that
education has largely been seen as a gateway into the host country, thereby
suggesting that this role is subordinate to the roles of worker and transna-
tional caregiver (Nyamnjoh 2011). Education through bushfalling also
implies that the student status is these people’s access to the envisioned
brighter future.
Being self-sponsored also implies that these students need to work to
pay for their education, and thus that they might have limited funds to
ﬁnance projects at home. Nevertheless, the work identity actually buttresses
the general view of the term bushfalling, which means to ‘hunt’ and bring
the ‘game’ back home. Thus, the family still associates the bushfaller with
expectations of receiving money transfers (Alpes 2014). Having this identity
means they will ‘hustle’ by doing any available (student) jobs so as to meet
the needs of their families and friends.
The transnational caregiver role is therefore essentially intertwined with
the role of a worker. Like other international migrants, bushfallers are
expected to provide emotional support by staying in touch with relatives,
mainly through frequent communication, occasional visits to the family
(Baldassar 2007) and remittances, especially in times of crisis (Mazzucato
2009). In most cases, transnational caregiving occurs through ﬁnancial
remittances, thereby taking care of the health and education of their family
(Fleischer 2007), which makes ‘their presence felt’ although they are far
away. However, the reciprocal nature of transnational caregiving also
makes the reverse remittances important to consider (Mazzucato 2011).
Family members, for example, can take care of the children of international
students, and in this way also enable the bushfallers to take care of the
family in return through ﬁnancial remittances. Moreover, they provide emo-
tional support through frequent phone calls. Therefore, being a bushfaller
strongly re-positions people in their families (Dalgas 2015). This changing
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responsibilities within the family reveals that they are proactive agents, who
reconstruct transnational relations in terms of their frequency of sending
remittances.
Methods
The data for this article was collected through semi-structured interviews
with 15 Anglophone Cameroonian self-sponsored students in the summer
of 2015 (eight females and seven males), studying in the vicinity of
Leuven, which is one of the biggest student cities in Belgium. They
were enrolled in their ﬁrst master’s course, studying subjects including
anthropology, management, law and food technology. The selected stu-
dents in this study had an urban background and came from the lower
middle class of Cameroonian society. All of them had gained their bache-
lor’s degree in Cameroon in the University of Buea. They did not see
themselves as privileged, but stated they used educational migration
through bushfalling to acquire social status at home. Also their families
associated this particular form of migration with increased social status,
especially in terms of future employment in Cameroon or abroad, which
would mean that the beneﬁts would trickle down to them in the form of
remittances. Three respondents were unmarried, twelve were married,
with only one having a spouse in Belgium. Except for the student with
a spouse in Belgium, all of their immediate (nuclear and extended)
families were in Cameroon. The small sample size did not allow diﬀer-
entiation in experiences based on gender. However, from the perspective
of bushfalling, gender seems less relevant than other characteristics, such
as being intelligent, mature and self-dependent for being successful ‘in
bush’ (Alpes 2011; Fleischer 2007).
The respondents were selected through the network of the ﬁrst author,
who is a Cameroonian international student herself, and subsequently
through snowball sampling. Only self-sponsored students who had been
in Belgium for at least one year were selected, since this increased the
likeliness that the respondents would be able to assess the dilemmas that
come with bearing various role identities and how to manage them.
The semi-structured interviews were built around key themes centred on
the respondents’ biographies, their lives in Flanders as students, workers
and transnational caregivers, and lastly their next step after the completion
of their studies. The interviews were conducted by the ﬁrst author during
home visits, and in some cases added to with Skype interviews for clariﬁca-
tion and further completed by ﬁeld notes of informal interactions between
the researcher and the respondents. The position of the ﬁrst author as a self-
sponsored student herself allowed a thorough insight into the struggles that
might be present among the respondents, leading to more directed
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questioning in order to explore these issues in depth. Moreover, the
researcher’s revelation of personal struggles minimized the inequality inher-
ent in a researcher-subject relationship, and often triggered the respondents
to reﬂect on these issue (Le Espiritu 1994). The analyses of how students
juggled, conﬁrmed or questioned the multiple role identities conferred to
them as being bushfallers are presented in the following section.
Experiencing life as a bushfaller
Manipulating three identities as a student, worker and transnational
caregiver
Bella, who was married with a child, labelled the balancing of her diﬀerent
role identities as being a ‘shadow student’. According to her:
In fact I have a crazy schedule and sometimes when I think about my life in
Europe, I laugh because I am like a ‘shadow student’[…] and now that I am a
mother, it is even worse because I have someone whose future now depends
on me and that’s a huge responsibility.
This statement captures the lives of many self-sponsored Cameroonian
students in Flanders. We believe that her description of being a ‘shadow
student’ is an interesting metaphor. It illustrates that she, as did all other
respondents, mainly identiﬁed with her role as a student. Educational goals
were central for all these bushfallers, which brings into question the premise
that education is only used as a gateway into the host country (Nyamnjoh
2011). In a similar vein, other research shows that international students
emphasise their status as ‘students’ so as to diﬀerentiate themselves from
other categories of migrants, such as refugees and migrant workers. This is
in an attempt to combat the negative stereotypes associated with them,
such as ‘foreigner’ or ‘alien’ (Valentin 2015; Bilecen 2013). In this respect,
there is an interplay of class and status among migrants. International
students engage with ‘othering’ other migrants as unskilled manual
labourers and thus perceiving themselves to be legitimately higher in status
and class because of their level of education, illustrating that ‘class’ is self-
ascribed and subjectively experienced (Valentin 2015).
Bella’s wording, and several examples of others, nevertheless show how
the student identity is often overshadowed by other role-based identities.
When the respondents were expected to contribute to group assignments,
for example, they communicated with other students (who most often were
not student workers) by email, since group work was often arranged during
their ‘working hours’. In this way, they participated virtually, which aligns
with the ﬁndings of Wilken and Dahlberg (2017) that the incompatibility of
students’ schedules often leads to them becoming invisible or detached
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from the student environment at the university and resonates with the
expression of being a ‘shadow’ student.
However, this framing as a shadow student does not do justice to the
way the respondents also actively and creatively negotiated the diﬀerent
roles and made speciﬁc choices depending on the circumstances, their
personal goals and their obligations. Diﬀerent respondents explained that
when faced with conﬂicts, they weighed up the options of either attending
lectures or going to work. They chose to miss lectures, especially when they
were newly employed or in situations when they needed the money to
maintain themselves or their family. By contrast, at times when class atten-
dance and participation were a prerequisite for the course or exams were
approaching, students often left work to go to classes, to ensure they
succeeded academically. As Ruth explained,
Exam periods are always rush hours for me and to ensure I have good grades, I
often take a complete break from work so as to concentrate during exams. I
even go to the library and I study for very long hours since I do not work
during that period.
The combination of work and studies is of course not exclusive to interna-
tional students. There is an extensive body of literature reporting on the
negative eﬀects work has on students’ academic performance, since they
experience a higher level of stress, miss lectures, have less time to study and
face time-management issues (Winn 2002; Broadbridge and Swanson 2005;
Broadbridge and Swanson 2006; Moreau and Leathwood 2006). Despite the
commonalities between local and international students in combining work
and studies, for international students – as we show in the next paragraph –
it is their migrant identity combined with transnational obligations that
seems to give an additional nuance and sometimes adds to the conﬂicts
they experience, putting the ‘student identity’ under extra pressure.
Inherent to the concept of bushfalling, the students are signatories to a
form of unwritten contract, involving transnational obligations and respon-
sibilities regarding remittances to families and friends who may have helped
to ﬁnance the stay abroad (Fleischer 2007). Therefore, their transnational
lives create the experience of a ‘double engagement’ (Grillo and Mazzucato
2008) between their life as students and workers in Belgium, and their
families in Cameroon. As illustrated above, the (ﬁnancial) demands of rela-
tives at home inﬂuence the balance between work and study, and the
respondents were compelled to ‘take actions, make decisions and develop
subjectivities and identities’ depending on their transnational network of
relationships (Pham and Saltmarsh 2013, 132). It is crucial to note that given
their temporal status as students, families often understood that they might
be unable to provide consistently. Therefore, ﬁnancial remittances for major
projects could be postponed in the long run, but the family beneﬁts from
10 P. E. WANKI AND I. LIETAERT
the social prestige of having an educated person in the family (Olwig and
Valentin 2015, 253). However, one of the respondents explained that this
additional role as a caregiver resulted in him putting his own education ‘in
the shade’ by prioritising that of his siblings (Fleischer 2007). According to
Che, whose spouse and family were in Cameroon:
Since I am here to study, I prioritize the education of my siblings’ health and
daily subsistence. I can’t really determine the amount I send monthly, because
there are times when I can send money for up to three times a months,
especially when health issues are concerned. I send it when the need arises
because I can’t be here eating well not knowing how my family is.
However, taking care of the wellbeing of his siblings also gave Che a certain
satisfaction, thus it aﬀected his wellbeing. This mutual inﬂuence of well-
being might be even stronger for students who have a spouse and children
in Cameroon, whereby constant communication and ﬁnancial provision are
essential. As explained by Xavier,
Today, I called my family four times and there is no schedule for that, because
being far away from them is so emotional. Even though I am far oﬀ, I still
occupy my position as a father and husband. When there are issues in the
family, I call and resolve them from here.
The respondents did not feel ‘forced’, but instead felt the obligation to ‘give
back’, which further pinpoints the extent to which the notion of bushfalling
is engrained in the Cameroonian culture and society (Fleischer 2007).
Although juggling the multiple role identities is sometimes seen as over-
whelming, it therefore also creates an ‘inner peace’ when the students are
able to meet their educational goals as well as taking care of the wellbeing
of their families. In the words of Olwig and Valentin (2015, 254), ‘migration
for educational purposes therefore involves continuous shifts in social posi-
tioning and the negotiation of several social identities that, at times, can be
experienced as conﬂicting, but also as liberating’.
Moreover, in some cases this combination of roles might also be to the
beneﬁt of the students, since they are able to put some identities ‘on hold’
for a while in order to focus on one particular identity at a speciﬁc time.
According to Beatrice, who had all of her family in Cameroon,
Although I care a lot for my family, this was also draining me physically and
emotionally. So, I have decided not to call or send money for some time so
that I can focus on myself. After doing this for a while, I feel so relieved,
knowing that I would not call or receive any call regarding some crisis at
home.
The ability to reduce communication on a short-term basis with their
families is made possible by distance, which ‘has the eﬀect of ﬁltering out
but the most urgent requests’ (Whitehouse 2011, 103) and allows being
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physically away from everyday problems and the needs of one’s family
(Prothmann 2017).
Lastly, we point out that in looking for the ways in which the respondents
managed their triple role identities, it became clear that other roles also
coincided with these central role identities. Several respondents belonged
to Cameroonian cultural associations led by students, which seek to
enhance the cultural identity of their members and foster development in
Cameroon through charity donations. Hence, in a similar vein as has been
described for diaspora communities (Robertson 2011), they identiﬁed as
‘development agents’, as they formulated and realised community projects
aimed at the education of underprivileged children. These cultural associa-
tions were also actively engaged in orientating newcomers to Belgium
about the life and culture in the country, and most of all, the importance
of learning the language as a way of integrating and securing a decent job.
Further research should explore how these identities, and possible other
identities, interact with the student, worker and caregiver role identities as
already explained above.
Juggling and prioritising, yet retaining all role identities
The stories above already hint at the strong interconnection between the
three role identities. It appears that all three are essential in the realisation of
bushfalling through education, and therefore managing them will be a
source of additional pride for the family and of accomplishment for the
student. The stories of the students mainly reveal this essential intertwining
when they talked about the grave consequences if they were unable to
connect and reconcile all the identities.
As a ﬁrst example of this, Nathan explained that although he often
prioritized job oﬀers over attending classes, the earnings from 20 hours of
work were not enough to cover his responsibilities at home. The limit on the
number of hours students can work, as well as the standards set by the
university, can be said to be ‘part of the strategy for managing student
migration and disciplining students’ (Raghuram 2013, 149) and sometimes
obstructed the respondents from fully committing to all their roles.
Second, not being able to manage the three role identities could fore-
close their stay in Belgium and their career aspirations. All the respondents
were aware of the repercussions of ignoring their student identity, which
thus justiﬁes their emphasis on the importance of meeting the ‘standards of
the university’. Ruth, quoted above, continued by reiterating that;
I do not work during that period [exams]. If I don’t do this, I’ll be a ‘sans papier’
in this country and I can’t aﬀord that now because all my dreams of having a
decent job would have gone down the drain.
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Being ‘sans papier’ comes with perils that ultimately aﬀect the wellbeing of
the students and of their families. As a means of avoiding this, the student
identity becomes central and the work and caregiver roles are deliberately
put ‘in the shade’. Moreover, this quote of Ruth and her referral to dreaming
of ‘a decent job’ is again a striking illustration of how the context in the host
country largely determined the abilities of the respondents to combine the
triple role identities and highlights an extra dimension in their situation
compared with local student workers. As international students, the respon-
dents were overrepresented in low-skilled jobs due to the diﬀerent forms of
discrimination they experienced in the job market. Roy explained:
It’s just funny how sometimes you are treated like a nobody. Applying for a
job is one thing, and getting it is another. I once applied to a company which
recruits in all sectors [including skilled sectors] and within the academic year,
there was no response from them. They waited until the beginning of summer
and contacted me if I can work in the farm, implying that this is the nature of
job preferred for ‘my kind’.
This form of discrimination experienced by Roy and others strongly ques-
tions the generalisability of the assertion made about local student workers
that combining two roles is beneﬁcial to student-workers, since the skills
obtained from work can be transferred to future occupations (Lucas and
Lammont 1998). Such discrimination is common among many international
students (Wilken and Dahlberg 2017), which reveals the continuous inﬂu-
ence of race and ethnicity, in terms of their vulnerability through obtaining
lower skilled and lower paid student jobs and leading to a high level of skill
waste among (student) migrants (Leung 2017). Although such jobs enable
the ﬁnancial remittances needed to live up to the notion of bushfalling, the
low social status and waste of skills that accompany it clearly contradict the
students’ aims to gain social status through the educational route.
Some research argues that the distance from relatives at home allows
migrants to take any type of job abroad ‘without the danger of tainting
the status of young men and their kinship’ (Prothmann 2017, 7). However,
as many of the respondents came to Belgium to improve their human
capital, skills and social status, they were often extremely frustrated by
the fact they felt restricted to low-skilled jobs. The nature of the work
they were engaged in was described by the respondents as being a ‘brain
waste’, and physically and mentally exhausting. Hence, obtaining their
master’s degree – thus holding on to their student identity – could be a
way out of this. Due to the lived experiences of these students, they
nevertheless felt as ‘the other’ or ‘out of place’ in Belgium. Another
solution to reconcile these conﬂicts was to leave Belgium, an issue that
will be further discussed in the next section.
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In sum, with the analysis above we show that the student role identity
was clearly prioritized for various reasons. However, these students were
also committed to all the identities because they are linked and there can
be a negative eﬀect if one is neglected. The multiple role identities of
these students thus reinforce one another, implying that they involve
large and roughly equivalent commitment and salience (Stryker and Peter
Burke 2000).
Next step in the education migration nexus
Although involving many challenges, educational migration enabled these
self-sponsored Cameroonian students to ﬁnance their studies and take care
of their families at home. This leads to the central, yet often overlooked
questions: What if the central role of the student comes to an end? And,
how does this relate to being successful ‘in bush’? The main idea of bush-
falling is to return home after studies, so as to contribute to development.
However, as a result of the economic crisis in the 1980s, the option of
students to return was discouraged through the increased demand for
remittances (Nyamnjoh 2011, 704). Further, the notion of bushfalling places
emphasis on increased social status, therefore if a student decides to return
home temporarily or permanently, he or she will have to live up to the
status of a bushfaller. To return home as a bushfaller thus requires prepara-
tion to live up to the expectations of family and friends. This put pressure on
the respondents. They had a fear of returning as ‘unsuccessful’ and also
returning to a jobless future, avoiding which was their main motivation for
leaving the country.
At the time of the interviews, the self-sponsored Cameroonians had
diﬀerent feelings regarding the next steps after completion of their studies.
There were students who had concrete plans regarding relocating to
English-speaking countries such as the United States and Canada, applying
for the skilled immigration programmes into Denmark (this programme
ended in 2016) or moving to Germany. These students searched for coun-
tries with favourable integration policies, and this information was acquired
through network of friends located in such countries. Clement explained:
I do not want to continue doing domestic cleaning, so I’d prefer to relocate to
an English-speaking country because of its good social system, job opportu-
nities in my ﬁeld of specialization as well as no language barriers.
Another group of students who had no plans or were still unsure about their
next step enrolled in Dutch language classes so as to become integrated in
Belgium. Lastly, a few students were considering the option of returning
home. This was largely inﬂuenced by the desire to reunite with their spouse,
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which illustrates how biographical circumstances shape migration choices
(Olwig and Valentin 2015).
From the narrative of Clement, students can be seen as just ‘passing
through’ from their host countries to countries with policies favouring
immigrants, which also strengthens the metaphor of being ‘shadow stu-
dents’. In this regard, Chelpi-Den Hamer and Mazzucato (2009) argue that if
it is too diﬃcult to get a visa extension or to convert a student visa into a
work permit, international students prefer to move to an alternative desti-
nation that seems more ‘ﬂexible’ and oﬀers better opportunities (Findlay
et al. 2012). This may explain why some of the respondents at the time of
the ﬁeldwork were considering the skilled application programmes into
Denmark and Canada. In this case, the respondents considered the transfer-
ability of human capital was possible in other countries, but not Belgium.
This relocation seemed largely driven by their desire to fulﬁl their dreams
through the opportunities (based on their academic qualiﬁcations) that
these countries oﬀer (Robertson 2011). In line with Wilken and Dahlberg
(2017), most students’ feeling of ‘invisibility’, combined with a sense of a lack
of opportunity, made them doubt the purpose of being in Belgium.
Thus, in accordance with the ﬁndings of the Migration Policy Group
(2012), this study also conﬁrms that the key factors determining whether
students stay on after graduation include the legal framework governing
their stay as well as their ability to obtain post-study employment and
residence. More so, the aforementioned report further clariﬁes the fact
that policies and laws governing the stay of international students after
completion of their studies ﬁts the overarching needs-based approach,
whereby international students can only be allowed into the labour market
if there are no qualiﬁed EU nationals.
Conclusion
This article examines the triple role identities faced by self-sponsored
Cameroonian students, as full-time students, workers and transnational
caregivers. Based on the results of this study, two main concluding remarks
can be made.
First and foremost, on the one hand, the migration of students has been
greatly promoted through the internationalization of education (Amit 2010),
an evolution that also attracts students from less privileged backgrounds
who see education as a means to achieve upward social mobility. However,
in the case of this study, the current political and economic context in
Cameroon as well as increased restrictions on international (student) mobi-
lity, compels these students to combine the roles of student, worker and
caregiver to attain this dream of educational achievement; and conse-
quently, upward social mobility. On the other hand, although literature
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about international students, and about mobility in general, often recog-
nizes and sometimes even celebrates the ﬂuidity of identities as an inherent
feature of the current global world, it seems that such ﬂuidity is not
tolerated for everyone (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013). We have indicated
that it is precisely the combination of diﬀerent roles that puts these students
‘under suspicion’ in policy discourse and general perceptions both ‘at home’
and ‘abroad’. Moreover these self-sponsored international students are
increasingly confronted with structural constrains obstructing their possibi-
lities to successfully combine these roles, with discrimination on the labour
market based on ethnicity, both as student as well as upon graduation, as
striking example. We argue that this is portrayed in the shifts that have
occurred over the years in the ways international students are perceived in
policy discourses. From being previously seen as ‘desirable’ migrants whose
capital would be important as consumers of education and their labour as
future workers, they are nowadays seen as ‘opportunistic backdoor
migrants’ for whom any shifting between, or combining of, the categories
of student, worker or migrants is restricted as much as possible (Robertson
2011). This leaves these self-sponsored Cameroonian students in a paradox-
ical situation, which seems to hinder the realisation of their migration goals
and inﬂuence their future career aspirations.
Second, the analyses show how the concept of bushfalling, and thus a
socio-cultural understanding of mobility, is critical to increase insights into
the experiences and outcomes of international student migration. Through
the notion of bushfalling, these Cameroonian students were by default also
workers responsible for the wellbeing of their family, which strongly shaped
their lived experience and their future mobility patterns. This makes it clear
that it is not only the previously-mentioned structural conditions that urge
students to engage with multiple role identities. In the case of student
migration from Cameroon, the socio-cultural context also does, and deﬁnes
what students are, and when they are successful international migrants.
Clearly, the results show how these multiple role identities can be conﬂict-
ing, yet also how they are creatively negotiated. Therefore, through the
manipulation of their role identities and by putting the student identity in
the centre, these students essentially redeﬁne the notion of success
ingrained in the concept of bushfalling. They reveal that the desire for
both education and migration options often go hand in hand and their
goal of increasing human capital is not merely a gateway into the host
country with ﬁnancial rewards being the main objective. More so, their
ability to combine the three roles, achieving their educational goals as
well as working to take care of their wellbeing and that of their families, is
a ‘hustle on its own’ and regarded as ‘being ‘successful. This combination of
three role identities is heightened by their temporal status as students,
which had some implications on transnational family relations in terms of
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the level of support they were able to provide. Yet in combining these
diﬀerent roles and making choices about which role to put to the fore, they
actively and strategically reconstruct their responsibilities and transnational
relations.
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